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First and Foremost....

Download the Nearpod student app (free) from 
the App Store on your iPad 

Download the IMDB app (free) and get ready to 
become obsessed :) 
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Studying Film vs. Watching Movies

Watching movies is largely passive, which is not to be 
confused with “negative.” It simply means there is little 
action required on the part of  the viewer other than 
munching on popcorn and laughing at the fart jokes or 
putting their fingers over their eyes at the scary parts. 

Studying film involves active engagement in the cinematic 
experience, the film being the exchange of  a visual/audial 
story from a written one. It is the cinematic equivalent of  
Louise Rosenblatt’s iconic Reader Response approach 
to literature which gives the student ownership over their 
own interpretation of  a work.  
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Reader Response approach

The special meaning, and more particularly, the 
submerged associations that these words and images 
have for the individual reader will largely determine 
what the work communicates to him. The reader 
brings to the work personality traits, memories of  past 
events, present needs and preoccupations, a particular 
mood of  the moment, and a particular physical condition. 
These and many other elements in a never-to-be-
duplicated combination determine his response to the 
peculiar contribution of  the text. (Rosenblatt, Literature as Exploration, 1938 pp. 30-31)
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What does that mean in a film? 

Have you ever read a short story or a book multiple times and 
discovered new things each time? Character motivations, 
foreshadowing, nuances of  tone....there is always something different 
that we didn’t see before. 

It’s the same with a film. With the best films, there is always a line or 
a scene that the viewer sees in new ways with repeated viewings. 

In the same sense, the reader/viewer approaches books/films 
differently as they get older and gain new experiences and 
knowledge. They respond differently as their perspective evolves. 
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Efferent vs. Aesthetic 

“When responding from the efferent stance (from the Latin effere to 
carry away), readers are motivated by specific needs to acquire 
information; they basically just want to understand what the text is 
saying. 

On the other hand, when readers are responding in the aesthetic 
stance, their own unique lived-through experience or engagement 
with a text is primary.” 

When reading or viewing a work, students constantly switch between 
both stances (Church, 1997, http://www.vccaedu.org/inquiry/inquiry-spring97/i11chur.html). 
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English-Language Arts
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Tone, Mood in a Film 

Tone: the attitude of  the author (or screenwriter/director) towards a 
subject 

Mood: the atmosphere of  a scene as felt by the audience 

You are now going to watch a scene from a film in which the tone 
and mood are very intense. As you watch, think about the efferent 
stance. What is happening with the central character? How do the 
supporting characters respond? 

Now, take the aesthetic stance. What is your response to the film? 
How do your prior experiences/knowledge influence this response? 
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Clip 1: Steel Magnolias (1989) 

As you watch, think about 
the efferent stance. What 
is happening with the central 
character? How do the 
supporting characters 
respond (Level 1)? 

Literary elements: 

Plot: exposition, rising action, climax, 
falling action, resolution 

Characterization: appearance, behavior, 
attitude 

Now, take the aesthetic 
stance. What is your 
response to the film? How do 
your prior experiences/
knowledge influence this 
response (Level 3/4)? 

How do perspectives shift? 

Age 

Personal experience 

Film Knowledge 

Always obtain parental and administrative permission to screen films in class. The release form is in the Faculty Handbook of  your campus.) 
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Mise-en-Scène
Definition: the arrangement of  actors and scenery on a stage for a 
theatrical production; the physical setting of  an action (as of  a 
narrative or motion picture) 

framing, blocking of  characters                                       

movement of  the camera and characters 

lighting 

set design, props  

background details 

sound (diegetic and non-diegetic) 

costumes 
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Clip 2: What Lies Beneath (2000)  

Notice the initial tracking camera shot of  the clip 
from What Lies Beneath (2000), as if  it was right 
in front of  Claire (Michelle Pfeiffer), leading her 
towards the bathroom. 

Keep an eye on the decor, furnishings, camera 
level (birds’ eye, floor, etc.) 

Watch Claire’s mannerisms in the scene. What 
does this reveal about her personality? 

Look at the beautiful framing of  the bathroom as 
Claire opens the door. How does this add to the 
tone and mood? 

Notice the score and different sound effects in the 
scene. What atmosphere do they create? 

Always obtain parental and administrative permission to screen films in class. The release form is in the Faculty Handbook of  your campus.) 
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Mise-en-Scène activity 

Volunteers for three scenes 

Each scene features the same dialogue 

Arrange the chairs in scene #1 in an authoritative structure, with one chair in the 
center and the others surrounding it. Shine a light from behind on the central 
chair. The narrator will stand and speak over the central chair. 

Scene #2 will have two desks facing each other and the narrator will face the other 
person. The light will face the center of  the desks. 

Scene #3 will have two chairs next to each other and the participants will not face 
each other directly. 
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History 
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History in Film? 

History depends on two things: perspective 
and agenda. 

Who’s writing our history? What are their 
backgrounds, purposes, beliefs? 

What are their influences? 

“History is written by those who have hanged 
heroes” (Braveheart, 1995). 
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Critical History 

Possible subject: 

Explorers vs. Savages: 
Who is civilized in a 
“New World?” 

Pocahontas (1995, dir. 
Mike Gabriel, Eric 
Goldberg) 

The New World (2005, 
dir. Terrence Malick) 

Possible activities: 

Students can compose a series 
of  journal entries from the 
point of  view of  a conquistador 
or other European explorer in 
which they consider the 
purpose of  their journey (i.e. 
Glory, God, or Gold? Personal 
wealth/fame or devotion to a 
monarch?), their initial 
enthusiasm, the ensuing 
disillusion and despair, and the 
fate of  their mission. Include 
not just the facts but their own 
physical feelings, emotions, 
thoughts, fears, hopes, etc. 

Always obtain parental and administrative permission to screen films in class. The release form is in the Faculty Handbook of  your campus.) 
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Critical History 

Possible subject: 

Wartime from both fronts: 
American Revolution, American 
Civil War, Texas Revolution, et.  

Glory (1989, dir. Edward Zwick) 

The Civil War (1990, dir. Ken Burns) 

Gettysburg (1993, dir. Ronald F. 
Maxwell) 

The Patriot (2000, dir. Roland 
Emmerich) 

The Alamo (2004, dir. John Lee 
Hancock; 1960, dir. John Wayne) 

Possible activities: 

After viewing different films, students 
will adopt the persona of  a soldier 
(private, general, etc.), a nurse/
surgeon/doctor, or a townsperson at the 
site of  a historic battle and write a letter 
to a relative or friend back home in 
which they describe the war at hand 
and their thoughts/feelings about it. 
They must provide evidence on three 
levels: Level One (what are they 
seeing, smelling, feeling, tasting, 
hearing); Level Two (what was their 
opinion on the war at its start vs. their 
opinion now); Level Three (their hope 
- or lack thereof  - for the future and 
where the fate of  the nation lies). 

Always obtain parental and administrative permission to screen films in class. The release form is in the Faculty Handbook of  your campus.) 

16Sunday, August 19, 2012



Critical History 

Possible subject: 

Treatment of  American Indian in 
film from Silent Era, to Golden 
Age, to anti-Establishment 60s/70s, 
to revisionist 90s/2000s. 

Davy Crockett (1955, dir. Norman 
Foster) 

The Searchers (1956, dir. John Ford) 

Dances with Wolves (1990, dir. Kevin 
Costner) 

Smoke Signals (1998, dir. Chris Eyre) 

Possible activities: 

While they are viewing scenes from 
films of  different cinematic eras, 
students should chart the 
characterization of  the American 
Indian over the years. They should 
look at their dress and appearance, 
behavior, actions toward explorers/
settlers. 

How has the caricatured portrayal 
of  American Indians affected their 
culture as they are seen by the 
public? 

This would be an excellent part of  
an interdisciplinary unit with ELA 
on stereotypes and racism in the 
media. 

Always obtain parental and administrative permission to screen films in class. The release form is in the Faculty Handbook of  your campus.) 
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Current 
Events: 
What do 

films reflect 
about our 
society and 

what is 
happening 
within it? 
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Current Events 
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Mathematics 
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Math....in Film? 

How often have you heard this 
from students: “When am I going 
to use this?” 

In the entertainment business, 
they need trends analysts, 
publicists, agents, economists, 
and production designers who 
know how to study the box 
office and predict the best 
formula to make a film or star 
successful (or keep them that 
way). 
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Analyzing Trends activity

Step One: Pick your favorite film star (preferably one that is still alive, but it 
doesn’t really matter). 

Step Two: Open up their page on the Internet Movie Database (http://
www.imdb.com) 

Step Three: Pick ten (or fifteen, whatever!) movies in which that star has been in 
over their career (try to space them out and include multiple genres). 

Step Four: Create a table with the movie title, year it came out, and box office 
gross (go to the Quick Links menu on the right, scroll to Box Office/Business, 
select the most current gross-usually at the top of  the totals). Make sure the 
student does not confuse Gross profit with Opening Weekend receipts! 
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Analyzing Trends activity

Tom Cruise Box Office Grosses (1983-2012)Tom Cruise Box Office Grosses (1983-2012)Tom Cruise Box Office Grosses (1983-2012)

Risky Business

Legend

Top Gun 

Rain Man

A Few Good Men

Interview with the Vampire

Mission Impossible

Mission Impossible II

The Last Samurai 

Mission Impossible III

Tropic Thunder

Valkyrie

Mission Impossible: Ghost 
Protocol
Rock of Ages

1983 63541777

1985 12297710

1986 176650237

1988 172825435

1992 141340178

1994 100689330

1996 180981856

2000 215409889

2003 111110575

2006 134029801

2008 110416702

2008 83077833

2011 209397903

2012 38509342

$0

$37,500,000

$75,000,000

$112,500,000

$150,000,000

$187,500,000

$225,000,000

$262,500,000

$300,000,000
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Analyzing Trends activity

Students can analyze even more data using IMDB and synthesize 
this information to make predictions. 

When was the star’s biggest decade? 

What genre has he/she been most successful in? Least successful? 

In what locations have the most successful films been produced? 

Looking at the star’s biography page, did the least successful films correspond with any negative event (i.e. 
divorce, scandal, illness) that may have impacted the box office. Likewise, did the most successful films 
correspond with any positive event (i.e. marriage, awards, births)? 

What upcoming projects are in pre-production or are currently filming with this star? Judging by genre, 
pop culture, star’s reputation in the media, and current events, offer a hypothesis for the star’s future success 
(or lack thereof). 
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Science 
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Science is Cinematic, Too 

Metropolis (1927, dir. Fritz Lang); man vs. technology 

The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951, dir. Robert Wise); global warfare, extraterrestrial 
invasion 

On the Beach (1959, dir. Stanley Kramer); nuclear war 

2001: A Space Odyssey (1968, dir. Stanley Kubrick); extraterrestrial contact, man vs. 
technology 

Lorenzo’s Oil (1992, dir. George Miller); ALD research and treatment 

Medicine Man (1992, dir. John McTiernan): deforestation, cancer research  

Contact (1997, dir. Robert Zemeckis); extraterrestrial contact 

The Day After Tomorrow (2004, dir. Roland Emmerich); global warming 

Always obtain parental and administrative permission to screen films in class. The release form is in the Faculty Handbook of  your campus.) 
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So what now? 

Film is a medium (like television, the Internet, 
and music) through which ideas are spread and 
art is created. Not all film is art, but teachers can 
find good examples to use in their classroom in 
order to teach their students how to be active 
and critical viewers. Then, they will be able to 
distinguish fact from fiction, truth from lies, and 
art from drivel. 
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Film Links 

The Internet Movie Database 

AMC Filmsite - Glossary of  Film Terms 

FilmEducation.org (UK site) 
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